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Cymbopogon citratus (DC.) Stapf, a perennial member of the Poaceae family, represents a cornerstone of both 

traditional ethnopharmacology and modern bio-resource engineering. Widely distributed across tropical and 

subtropical regions, from the savannahs of Brazil to the wetlands of Southeast Asia, this species—commonly 

known as lemongrass—has transitioned from a staple in folk medicine to a subject of intense scientific scrutiny. The 

essential oil (EO) derived from its aerial parts serves as a complex matrix of bioactive compounds, demonstrating 

significant antibacterial, antifungal, and antioxidant properties. This article provides a high-level technical analysis 

of the phytochemistry, biological mechanisms, and industrial applications of Cymbopogon citratus.

1. Taxonomic Hierarchy and Botanical Morphology

To understand the biological activity of Cymbopogon citratus, one must first identify its taxonomic placement and 

structural characteristics. Belonging to the family Poaceae(the grasses), it is characterized by its robust, tufted

growth and aromatic leaves.

•  Kingdom: Plantae

•  Order: Poales

•  Family: Poaceae

•  Genus: Cymbopogon

•  Species: Cymbopogon citratus (DC.) Stapf

The plant is a tall, perennial grass that can reach heights of up to 1.5 meters. Its leaves are linear, tapering to a 

point, and possess a distinct glaucous green color. The morphology of the leaf blade is critical for oil production, as 

the secretory duct systems and peltate glandular trichomes are the primary sites for the synthesis and storage 

of essential oils. Unlike other species in the genus, C. citratusrarely produces flowers under cultivation, making

vegetative propagation through rhizome division the primary method of cultivation.

2. Phytochemical Profiling: The Citral Complex

The therapeutic and industrial value of Cymbopogon citratusis almost entirely localized in its essential oil, which

typically constitutes 0.2% to 0.5% of the total fresh biomass. The chemical composition is influenced by geographic

location, soil quality, and extraction methodology.

2.1 Core Components

The primary bioactive constituent is Citral, an unsaturated aldehydic mixture composed of two geometric isomers: 

Geranial (trans-citral or Citral A) and Neral(cis-citral or Citral B). In high-quality specimens, Citral accounts for

65% to 85% of the oil’s total volume. Geranial typically provides a stronger, more pungent lemon aroma, while

Neral offers a milder, sweeter scent profile.

2.2 Secondary Terpenoids and Synergistic Compounds

Beyond Citral, the oil contains a diverse array of monoterpenes and sesquiterpenes:



•  Myrcene: A monoterpene hydrocarbon that acts as a fixative and provides analgesic properties.

•  Geraniol: An alcohol that contributes to the floral notes and possesses significant antimicrobial activity.

•  Linalool: Known for its sedative and anti-inflammatory effects.

•  Limonene: Enhances skin penetration and contributes to the antioxidant profile.

2.3 Comparison of Chemical Profiles across Cymbopogon Species

The following table illustrates the variance in major constituents between C. citratusand its closest relatives, which

is vital for industrial standardization.



Constituent C. citratus (%) C. flexuosus (%) C. nardus (%)

Geranial 40.0 - 50.0 35.0 - 45.0 &lt; 5.0

Neral 30.0 - 35.0 30.0 - 40.0 &lt; 2.0

Myrcene 10.0 - 20.0 &lt; 1.0 &lt; 1.0

Citronellal Traces &lt; 1.0 30.0 - 45.0

3. Mechanisms of Biological Activity

The biological efficacy of C. citratusis not the result of a single compound but rather the synergistic interaction of

its terpenoid profile. Research has highlighted several key modes of action.

3.1 Antibacterial Action: Membrane Permeabilization

The essential oil of Cymbopogon citratus exhibits broad-spectrum antibacterial activity against both Gram-positive 

(e.g., Staphylococcus aureus, Bacillus subtilis) and Gram-negative bacteria (e.g., Escherichia coli, Pseudomonas 

aeruginosa). The mechanism involves the lipophilic nature of Citral, which allows it to penetrate the bacterial cell

membrane. This leads to:

1.  Disruption of the Lipid Bilayer: Increasing membrane fluidity and causing the leakage of intracellular ions 

(K+, Na+).

2.  Inhibition of ATP Synthesis: The loss of membrane potential prevents the proton motive force required for 

energy production.

3.  Enzymatic Inactivation: Interaction with membrane-bound proteins leads to the denaturation of metabolic 

enzymes.

3.2 Antifungal Efficacy: Ergosterol Synthesis Inhibition

Against fungal pathogens such as Candida albicans and Aspergillus niger, the components of lemongrass oil 

interfere with the synthesis of ergosterol, the primary sterol in fungal cell membranes. By inhibiting the 14;�Ð

demethylase enzyme, the oil causes structural deformities in the fungal hyphae, leading to cell lysis.

4. Technical Workflow: Extraction and Quality Control

Producing a standardized essential oil requires rigorous adherence to extraction protocols and analytical validation.

4.1 The Hydrodistillation Process

The most common method for extracting EO from C. citratusis steam distillation or hydrodistillation. The process

follows these technical stages:

•  Pre-treatment: Harvesting is ideally conducted during the morning hours to maximize oil content. The leaves 

are partially dried (wilting) to reduce moisture and increase the efficiency of the steam penetration.

•  Distillation: Steam is passed through the plant material at controlled temperatures (usually 100°C - 110°C). 

The heat ruptures the oil glands, and the volatile compounds are carried by the steam.

•  Condensation: The steam-oil vapor is cooled in a heat exchanger, reverting to a liquid state.

•  Decantation: Due to the difference in density, the essential oil floats on top of the hydrosol (floral water) and is 

mechanically separated.



4.2 Analytical Standardization using GC-MS

Quality control is performed using Gas Chromatography-Mass Spectrometry (GC-MS). This allows for the 

identification of the "chemical fingerprint." A standard batch of C. citratusoil should demonstrate a Geranial-to-

Neral ratio of approximately 1.2:1 to 1.5:1. High levels of oxidation products (like geranic acid) indicate poor storage

conditions or aging of the oil.

5. Practical Implementation and Formulation

Integrating Cymbopogon citratusinto commercial products requires an understanding of its physical properties and

chemical stability.

5.1 Cosmetic and Topical Applications

In topical formulations, lemongrass oil serves as both an active antimicrobial agent and a fragrance. However, due 

to the high Citral content, it is a known dermal irritant. Technical guidelines recommend a maximum dermal 

concentration of 0.7% to avoid sensitization.

5.2 Food Preservation

As a natural preservative, the EO is utilized in active packaging. Incorporating C. citratusoil into chitosan or starch-

based films provides a slow-release mechanism that inhibits surface microbial growth on fresh produce and meats,

extending shelf life by up to 40%.

6. Case Studies and Troubleshooting

Real-world application often encounters challenges regarding stability and batch consistency.

6.1 Challenge: Oxidation of Citral

Problem: Citral is highly susceptible to oxidative degradation when exposed to light, heat, and oxygen. This leads 

to a loss of aroma and a decrease in antimicrobial efficacy.Solution: Formulators must utilize amber glass or 

opaque HDPE containers and incorporate antioxidants like Tocopherol (Vitamin E)at 0.1% to stabilize the

monoterpene aldehydes.

6.2 Challenge: Variation in Yield

Problem: Extraction yields drop significantly during the rainy season.Solution: Technical data suggests that 

nitrogen-rich fertilization and harvesting at the 6-month growth mark optimize the biomass-to-oil conversion ratio. 

Using microwave-assisted hydrodistillation (MAHD)can also reduce extraction time from 3 hours to 30 minutes,

preserving the more thermolabile constituents.

7. Safety, Toxicology, and Regulatory Status

Despite its natural origin, Cymbopogon citratus requires careful toxicological evaluation. The LD50 (lethal dose for 

50% of a test population) in rat models is generally cited at >5000 mg/kg, classifying it as relatively non-toxic for 

oral ingestion in small quantities. It is recognized as GRAS (Generally Recognized As Safe)by the FDA for use in

food products.

However, contraindications exist for individuals with glaucoma, as citral has been shown in some studies to

potentially increase intraocular pressure. Furthermore, it should be avoided during pregnancy due to its traditional

use as an emmenagogue, although clinical evidence in humans remains sparse.



8. Industrial Synthesis and Economic Outlook

The global market for lemongrass oil is expanding, driven by the "clean label" movement in the food and cosmetic 

industries. Beyond the raw oil, C. citratus is a primary source of natural Citral used for the synthesis of Ionones 

(violet-scented compounds) and Vitamin A. The technical efficiency of these synthetic pathways depends on the

purity of the initial lemongrass extract.

The future of Cymbopogon citratus research lies in the exploration of its nanocapsulation. By encapsulating the oil

in nano-emulsions or liposomes, scientists can overcome the limitations of volatility and poor water solubility,

opening doors for advanced pharmaceutical delivery systems. This species remains a vital bio-resource, bridging

the gap between traditional wisdom and high-tech phytochemical engineering. As we continue to map the genomic

and metabolomic pathways of the Poaceae family, the strategic value of lemongrass in the global bio-economy is

set to increase, offering sustainable solutions for antimicrobial resistance and natural product development.
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